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Mass-marketed teen chick lit has become a publishing phenomenon and has begun
to attract critical interest among children’s literature scholars. Much of this critical
work, however, has shied away from robust critical assessment of the postfeminist
conditions informing the production and reception of young adult series like
Private, Gossip Girl and Choose Your Own Destiny. Existing analyses may nod to
the origins of the genre in women’s chick lit, but do not investigate how the
postfeminist construction of ‘empowered’ female (hetero)sexuality translates into
chick lit for young adults. Paying particular attention to these issues, this paper
draws on feminist critiques of postfeminism to interrogate the implications of the
way these novels position readers to understand their sexuality. In doing so, it
poses postfeminist criticism as an unconsidered yet significant framework to
evaluate novels for teenage girls.
Keywords: postfeminism; chick lit; sexuality; femininity; children’s literature;
series fiction
Introduction
Teenage girls occupy a media-saturated world in which sexualised accounts of femi-
ninity are a pervasive feature of the popular culture domain. These imaginings are
frequently associated with postfeminism, and are thus presented to young women as
tropes of empowerment. Those working in the field of girlhood studies have paid
significant attention to the role of the mass media in producing and reproducing post-
feminist girlhood (Currie 1999; Driscoll 2002; Harris 2004; McRobbie 2004, 2009;
Nash 2006), including its aspects of hyperfemininity and hypersexuality. However,
comparable critical attention has not been paid to mass-marketed fiction. Although
children’s literary fiction and school readers frequently attract scrutiny as textual sites
whereby children make sense of gender relations, and come to understand sanctioned
models of femininity and masculinity (Jackson 2007; Jackson and Gee 2005; Walker-
dine 1990), young adult (YA) chick lit, which explicitly appropriates and promotes a
postfeminist sensibility, has been largely ignored. Marketed specifically to adolescent
and teenage girls, such fiction displays many of the conventions of chick lit for single
women in their twenties and thirties. Bridget Jones’s Diary, Sex and the City and The
Girls’ Guide to Hunting and Fishing are frequently cited as adult examples of this
genre, which is historically synchronous with postfeminism. Sharing the same overt
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focus on heternormative sexuality, embodiment, consumerism and friendship as their
adult equivalents, series like Gossip Girl, Private and The Clique model ways of being
to girls approaching womanhood. The lack of critical attention paid to the pedagogical
function of these highly popular books represents an omission in existing research.
This article begins the process of exploring some of the reasons for this omission
with a view to establishing alternative paradigms with which to consider YA chick lit
as public pedagogy. To do so, it takes a multidisciplinary approach, drawing on femi-
nist and girlhood studies, children’s literature, and cultural studies in education. Our
aim is to destabilise some of the disciplinary and cultural assumptions which, we will
demonstrate, variously facilitate and delimit ways of thinking about what girls should
know and not know about sexuality, perceptions of the media in which specific
discourses about sexuality circulate, the significance of broader cultural contexts in
shaping these discourses, and how we, as feminist researchers, interrogate them.
Regardless of disciplinary standpoint, one of most significant – and problematic –
aspects of contemporary culture as a framing context for analysis of public pedagogies
of sexuality involves the larger constellation of ideas in contemporary feminism and
feminist research practice. Sexuality has been a long-standing site of polarisation in
feminist thinking, whereby female sexual agency is variously construed as freedom
from, or submission to, masculine exploitation. More recently, sex has become the
battleline where the generational struggle between second- and third-wave feminists
has been drawn. As Henry (2004, 115) explains, ‘According to some third-wave
feminists, the second wave represents a movement and a theory stripped of sexuality
whose only power comes from saying no. Second-wave feminists are accused of
puritanism and imposing their sexual morality on other[s]’. Morality has always been
a powerful instrument of sexual oppression. In this instance, its invocation and its
association with maternal zeal have proven to be effective silencers of debates about
girlhood sexuality, and placed the feminist academic-come-rational-subject in a
highly ambivalent position. Our own position is that young girls need a clear sense of
what sexual agency means, but we are not party to the logic that sex and sexual
commodification empowers them. We are also of the view that the generational quar-
rel at the historical moment of postfeminism has allowed the institutions of gender
oppression to repackage sex and sexuality as matters of personal choice and individual
identity in ways that are as potentially as coercive to young girls as rigid moralities.
The lack of a rigorous, theorised feminist/postfeminist analysis of girlhood sexu-
ality in teen chick lit fiction may also be a function of a different order of generational
divide based on disciplinary distinctions between, and the objects of analysis of,
cultural, media and literary studies. Whereas feminist literary criticism played a major
role in second-wave feminist consciousness-raising, contemporary studies pertaining
to the representation of twenty-first-century girlhood are primarily devoted to mass
media examples, underestimating the role of fiction in popular culture. This is in spite
of strong evidence that mass-marketed teen fiction is increasingly produced under the
same rubric as the mass media, entailing multimedia formats, cross-marketing, even
product placement (Bullen 2009). In an age of media convergence, publishing no
longer transcends the grubby world of the commodity – if it ever did – bringing the
novel into the realm of media and cultural studies analysis. Conversely, the boom in
teen mass-marketed fiction makes it increasingly difficult for the discipline of
children’s literature to sustain notions of the novel as a transcendent space. Academic
research in children’s literature, an area that includes young adult fiction, is centrally
concerned with the enculturation of the implied child audience (see Stephens 1992)
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and the narrative strategies through which readers are positioned to accept the values
of the text. In spite of this, and perhaps because of their dubious literary merit, the
manner in which popular teen chick lit series operate within the mass-mediated
cultures of postfeminism and consumer capitalism is largely overlooked by children’s
literature academics (with the exception of Mallan 2009) and almost entirely in book
reviews and commentaries. Now would then seem an ideal moment for girls’ studies
and children’s literature scholarship to converge their knowledge. By bringing into
conversation the various work already undertaken, and by examining the current
approaches, this article sets the stage for a significant shift in scholarship modes across
girlhood studies and children’s literature.
We begin with an overview of existing critical discussions of teen chick lit as a
genre, which provides some insights into the reason the mass-marketed version for
young adults has thus far received comparatively less attention than literary fiction for
adolescents that also thematises sexuality. Indeed, we speculate that some of the so-
called chick lit for adolescents may not, in fact, be chick lit at all, at least according to
some of the conventions and preoccupations that inform such fiction for women
readers. Because chick lit is intricately linked to postfeminism – yet this fact remains
unproblematised in the existing literature – we discuss the implications of the genre
within this context, with a view to unpacking some of the ambiguities that inhere in
the notion of postfeminism and, more specifically, postfeminist girlhood and sexual-
ity. In order to highlight the possibilities of postfeminist criticism for analyses of
children’s literature, we identify and evaluate the ways it has been utilised in cultural
and media studies approaches, in the process proposing an understanding of the
literary genre as no less implicated in the pedagogies of desire and identity construc-
tion than advertising and mass media texts. We conclude with some preliminary
observations on the use and function of postfeminist critique as a methodological tool
for the study of teen chick lit.
Moral tensions in teen chick lit criticism
Currently, critical work addressing the teen chick lit phenomenon tends to shy away
from pursuing the political and pedagogical implications of the representation of girl
sexuality, ignoring the broader cultural contexts of postfeminist and popular culture,
and insufficiently interrogating its relationship to its mother genre. In our view, the
lack of critical attention directed toward YA chick lit can be understood in the context
of broader disciplinary anxieties about the literary status of children’s literature in
general and girls’ fiction in particular; contradictory understandings of reading for
pleasure and instruction and of the reader as subject or autonomous agent; and moral
tensions around teenage sexuality. In this section, we survey a selection of existing
criticism of teen chick lit in order to show how these issues militate against a robust
engagement with girlhood sexuality. In the process, we begin to delineate some of the
conventions of the genre and its pedagogical implications.
Laura Adams’ article in The Horn Book Magazine is one of the few to even allude
to postfeminism as a context out of which teen chick lit emerges. Noting the focus on
‘intimate relationships, sexy clothes and hot gossip’, she suggests that teen chick lit
novels imitate the preoccupations of their adult equivalent because they are often writ-
ten by ‘young women from a generation that recognises the power of their sexuality
at a much younger age’ (Adams 2004, 670). These chick lit authors evidently belong
to the postfeminist generation and they are telling their little sisters ‘to do what their
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big sister does’. Unfortunately, Adams does not pursue the implications of this, or the
overt sexuality of these novels, focusing instead on the teen ‘chick flick’, in which
‘kissing is the only form of sexual activity’ (2004, 673).
Christine Meloni is more open about her reasons for avoiding the overt sexual
content in chick lit for older readers. She traces the origins of chick lit for girls to
Louise Rennison’s The Confessions of Georgia Nicholson (2000) and identifies two
distinct categories of teen chick lit, which derive from adult chick lit. The first is the
‘humorous type’, with characters that readers can relate to – the junior equivalent to
Bridget Jones’s Diary – and the ‘privileged type’ about beautiful, super-rich, mean
girls, modelled on the likes of The Devil Wears Prada. Meloni accurately situates
girls’ series fiction like The Clique and Gossip Girl in this second category and she
advises librarians to be cautious about including ‘these salacious books’ in collections
for middle school readers because of their ‘casual sex, drug use and emphasis on
physical rather than inner beauty’ (Meloni 2006, 16). Her preference is to focus on
chick lit for younger teens like Meg Cabot’s Princess Diaries which belongs to the
Bridget Jones type and taps the ‘secret desire of most girls of really being a princess’
(Meloni 2006, 17), as well as Ann Brashares’ The Sisterhood of the Travelling Pants,
which with its ‘complex issues, such as sex [not salacious], cancer and death’, proves
that teen chick lit is not all ‘fluff’ (Meloni 2006, 17). Meloni attributes the avid
consumption of what she otherwise describes as ‘escapist’ fiction to the uncertainties
created by 9/11 rather than the postfeminist zeitgeist that informed the emergence of
adult chick lit, which we attend to later.
Joanna Webb Johnson, who coins the term ‘chick lit jr’ in her essay, is more
cognisant of the implications of adult chick lit, but ultimately sees it as removed
from the (post)feminist preoccupations of its adult equivalent. Nevertheless, she
makes the case that the chick lit jr does important cultural work via its ‘positive and
helpful messages concerning coming of age’ (Johnson 2006, 146). She sees the
genre as a potential ‘educational tool … that uses entertaining scenarios to create an
aware reader’ (Jonhson 2006, 148). In so doing, she identifies precedents in writing
for young women in the likes of Little Women, as does Amy Pattee (2008) when she
compares The Clique to classic mid-nineteenth-century domestic fiction. However,
whereas Pattee attends to fiction for older teen readers, Johnson privileges novels for
adolescents. Like Meloni, she focuses on Rennison, Brashares and Cabot, finding the
work of these authors better serves her claim that an ‘instructional aspect is an
important function’ of the genre (Johnson 2006, 146). As a rule, such fiction
‘aspire[s] to a certain dignity’ lacking in its adult and YA counterparts. It is only in a
footnote that she addresses the Gossip Girl series, which because of its similarities
with adult mass-marketed fiction, she regards as an ‘exception to the rule’ (Johnson
2006, 157).
Patty Campbell takes a similar stance, although as the teasing title of her essay,
‘The sand in the oyster’, suggests, she is less squeamish writing about ‘casual sex –
often in semi-public spaces like the dressing rooms of fashionable stores’ in paperback
YA chick lit. In her view, the prevalence of smoking used ‘as an indicator of sophis-
tication [is] an even more reprehensible model [for readers] than the blow-jobs’
(Campbell 2006, 488). This style of moralising – or refusal to take a stance seen to be
moral – is part of the polarising we flagged in our introduction. Arguing against
Naomi Wolf’s critique of the Gossip Girl, A-List and The Clique series in The
New York Times (2006), Campbell proposes that ‘at its worst, such fiction
approach[es] self-parody’ and ‘no sensible teen would take it for anything but the silly
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wish-fulfilment fantasy that it is’ (2006, 491). Echoing Meloni and Johnson, she
defends what she sees as a more ‘benign’ and ‘responsible’ genre of adolescent
chick lit.
Taking a more phlegmatic approach to the representation of sexuality in Gossip
Girl, Matt Freeman argues that the series is refreshingly free of ‘heavy handed life
lessons’ and ‘merely acknowledge what kids already know – that some kids are
harmed by risky behavior, but lots more aren’t’ (2004, 22). Buoyed by a lack of
controversy about the frank representation of sex, he suggests that ‘the books are
saucy fun with a sweet center’, saved from salaciousness by their ‘underlying sensi-
tivity and sympathy for the characters’ feelings’ (Freeman 2004, 22). Like Campbell,
he thinks it unlikely that readers will become ‘debauchees’, but in his opinion this is
because of Gossip Girl’s ‘calm, knowing view of the ups and downs of teenage hedo-
nism’. Ironically, Freeman’s stance is not dissimilar to Johnson’s when she claims that
chick lit is ‘serving a higher purpose’ (Johnson 2006, 152). He concludes that it is
‘likelier that quite a few reluctant readers will feel more confident and positive about
reading because of [Gossip Girl]. For kids who never much liked to read before, that’s
a pretty big step’ (Freeman 2004, 22).
As this overview of some of the extant literature on chick lit for teenagers
suggests, there are a number of issues at stake, not least of which are the criteria by
which fiction is judged and its purpose and effects on readers understood. By drawing
parallels between the historically low status of women’s writing and chick lit for girls,
Johnson and Pattee seek to embed the genre in literary tradition and thus position it as
worthy of critical attention. Only time will tell whether or not Rennison’s Angus,
Thongs and Full-frontal Snogging: Confessions of Georgia Nicholson is the literary
equivalent of Pride and Prejudice. The status of children’s and YA fiction is arguably
lower, and the measure of its merit as literature even harder to define. We suggest that
a focus on the didactic or instructive aspect as an indicator of merit informs the essays
by Johnson, Campbell and Meloni, but that this criterion is dependent on a highly
selective choice of text. Novels which treat sexuality in ways approved by the critic
are assumed to provide a positive influence on the implied teen reader. The corollary
of this is that young adult chick lit has no instructive function and no influence on the
reader since, according to Freeman and Campbell, at least, readers are too sensible or
savvy to be seduced. In our view, these contradictory positions suggest not so much a
case of the ‘sand in the oyster’, but the ‘ostrich’s head in the sand’. We make no
assumptions about a singular way of reading fiction, and acknowledge that all readers
bring their own experiences and values to what they read. Our belief, however, is that
narratives, whether trade paperbacks or literary hardbacks, salacious or sweet, have a
pedagogical aspect that is not confined to the promotion of reading, as Freeman
appears to assume. Gossip Girl and its like exist within a much broader cultural
moment and, thus, as a public pedagogy.
YA chick lit – along with advertisements, MTV, magazines, television shows,
movies, billboards, websites – regularly convey messages of female sexual empower-
ment. These narratives, metaphors and images play a part in shaping the way in which
girls think of themselves and their relationship to others, including how they under-
stand sexuality. Following Giroux (2004), who argues that pedagogy can no longer be
considered as confined to the site of schooling, we argue that the didactic effect
unproblematically attributed to literary fiction also applies to popular fiction. In other
words, cultural texts such as teen chick lit function as pedagogical (and potentially
political) ‘mechanisms through which identities are shaped and desires mobilized, and
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how experiences take on form and meaning within and through collective conditions
and those larger forces that constitute the realm of the social’ (Giroux 2004, 62–3). As
Jeffrey Weeks argues, following Kermode and in concert with Plummer, ‘Identities
are seen as narratives, built out of the stories we tell each other in the various interpre-
tative communities to which we belong’ (1999, 17). Here, he is speaking about the
emerging narratives of queer subjectivities as both reflecting and engendering alterna-
tive and empowering ways to imagine self and sexuality. Mass-marketed chick lit is
equally a part of the fabric of storytelling that inducts girls into larger cultural narra-
tives about what and how they should desire, and enact that desire. Buckingham and
Bragg’s British study of young people, sex and the media demonstrates that child
subjects not only act out fantasies about the love narratives in popular culture televi-
sion shows like Buffy the Vampire Slayer, but also imaginatively map these forward
to the time ‘when they would have boyfriends who “went to the mall”, and how they
would go to “rock parties” wearing “mascara and blue lipstick” in order to “kiss
behind a curtain”’ (2004, 46). As the following discussion of how YA chick lit is
situated in relation to the postfeminist dimensions of early women’s chick lit suggests,
its political potential as a form of public pedagogy has been largely evacuated.
Chick lit, postfeminism and neo-millennial girlhood
Women’s writing (or writing for women) that goes by the name of chick lit first
emerged in the mid-1990s. To the extent that it has been subjected to academic scru-
tiny, most discussions tend to rehearse the same details about its origins, prototypical
texts, generic conventions and preoccupations, marketing, literary merit, and location
within the broader historical contexts of women’s fiction, to which we already
alluded. Indeed, recent scholarship has gone as far as questioning the relevance and
applicability of the genre, relegating it to a passing fad (Gelder and Salzman 2009).
Passing fad or not, we argue that certain features of chick lit distinguish it from
women’s writing more broadly and, in fact, that YA chick lit differs considerably in
its depiction of sex and romance from fiction for girls more generally. We further
argue its significance as an object of postfeminist criticism, in regard first to its
potential to disrupt second-wave feminist assumptions about the pleasure of politics
and the politics of pleasure, and second, in its appropriation as an artefact of the mass-
mediated culture. In this section, we draw out these distinctions and, in so doing,
interrogate the contradictions of postfeminism and their implications for reading
fictional representations of girl sexuality.
In her essay, ‘Mothers of chick lit? Women writers, readers and literary history’,
Juliette Wells (2006) acknowledges the genre’s ‘roots in the history of women’s
writing’ and the genre conventions it inflects. She argues that 
Chick lit departs from its predecessors, however, in several ways: its emphasis on the
role of sexual adventures in the romantic quest; the nature of the conclusion to the
romantic plot; the importance of the heroine’s experiences in the world of work and her
evolution as a professional woman; the delight and consolation the heroine finds in
indulging herself, particularly in consumer goods; and the privileging of entertainment
value, particularly humour, over any challenging or experimental content or style.
Except for the last, these distinctions reflect the profound change in social mores that
have affected what women authors can write about and what readers wish to read. The
final distinction indicates that chick lit positions itself firmly as entertaining rather than
thought provoking, as fiction rather than literature. (Wells 2006, 49)
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Here, Wells not only gives a précis of the conventions that can be mapped on to mass-
marketed teen chick lit for older readers. She also points to some of the reasons why
work by Brashares, Cabot and Rennison are only tangentially chick lit and fiction
foregrounding the hazards of sexuality, including date rape (Speak, Anderson), pres-
sure to have sex (The Queen of Everything, Coletti; If you Loved Me, Reynolds), and
of teenage pregnancy (Someone Like You, Dessen; Sex, Cann) are not really chick lit
at all. Some of these novels may share a preoccupation with shopping, beauty, and
popular culture, and sex may be a subject of exploration; however, they are ultimately
cautious and covertly or overtly didactic in their treatment of sexuality as a danger.
Teen chick lit, which typically features senior school protagonists, mirrors women’s
chick lit in its approach to sexuality insofar as it, too, ‘jettisons the heterosexual hero
[of romance] to offer a more realistic portrait of single life, dating and the dissolution
of romantic ideals’ (Ferriss and Young 2006, 3) in favour of a postfeminist sexual
rationality.
Quite what is postfeminist about sexual rationality in chick lit for women and girls,
has received surprisingly little attention, let alone theorisation. Cris Mazza, who
claims credit for coining the term ‘chick lit’ in the title of her anthology of contempo-
rary women’s writing, offers a starting point when she reflects upon the differences
between Chick Lit: Postfeminist Fiction (1995, with DeShell) and the Candace
Bushnell, Helen Fielding, Sophie Kinsella brand of chick lit. As she explains, the use
of postfeminism in the title was a reference to the fact that the fictions in the collection
were ‘emancipated’: 
Liberated from what? The grim anger that feminists had told us ought to be our
pragmatic stance in life. The screaming about the vestiges of the patriarchal society that
oppressed us. Liberated to do what? To admit we’re part of the problem. How
empowering would it be to be part of the problem instead of just a victim of it? (Mazza
2006, 18, italics in original)
Mazza goes on to add that there was an irony in this usage: ‘not to embrace an old friv-
olous or coquettish image of woman but to take responsibility for our part in the damag-
ing, lingering stereotype’ (2006, 18). More than a decade on, Mazza concludes that,
appropriated by mass-market publishing, ‘the chicks in commercial chick lit, along with
Hooters restaurants and celebrity boxing, have stripped themselves of irony’. The
emancipatory edge and political consciousness of postfeminism – if it ever had them
– have also been stripped away. This may explain why Ferriss and Young’s edited
collection, Chick Lit (2006), uses the subtitle ‘The new woman’s fiction’ and not ‘post-
feminist fiction’. It may also be because postfeminism is a contested and fluid term.
For some time now, the media has been proclaiming ‘the death of feminism’
(Pozner 2003) and the subsequent emergence of a ‘postfeminist’ era. Typifying this
shift is the presumption that feminism as a political movement is irrelevant given the
supposed advances in women’s socio-political and economic status. Although
feminism is often acknowledged as the driving force behind women’s emancipation
and liberation, it is commonly perceived as past its use by date, with little to offer a
new generation of women who have apparently already benefited from feminism’s
gains (Dux and Simic 2008). In this version of postfeminism, the ‘post’ prefix
connotes not only a period when feminism as a social movement is considered passé
and no longer relevant to women’s lives, but refers to ‘An emerging culture and
ideology that simultaneously incorporates, revises, and depoliticizes many of the
fundamental issues advanced by … feminism’ (Rosenfelt and Stacey 1990, 549).
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Another version of the postfeminist narrative configures the moment after
feminism as a modified proto-feminism that ditches the ‘ideological shackles of a
hopelessly outdated feminist movement’ (Gamble 2000, 44) whilst opting to keep
certain elements, namely the mantras of sexual empowerment and choice – rebranded
in the 1990s as ‘grrrl power’. Aside from the obvious popular media appeal of promot-
ing a sexually forward and ironically playful type of new femininity, feminist schol-
arship has also looked to the opportunities afforded by postfeminism to re-imagine
gendered bodies, identities and relationships in a context where mass media formats
like film, television and the Internet are recognised as increasingly important in the
constitution of female subjectivity. Academic undertakings that have sought to utilise
postfeminism to advance feminist aims include Susan Hopkins’ (2002) and Sherrie
Inness’ (1999, 2004) analyses of ‘tough girls’ in mainstream media. These studies
identify the mass media as offering alternative models of female identity that move
beyond stereotypes of women as physically and sexually passive, recasting women as
active agents of their own destiny. They point to super-heroic characters like Xena
Warrior Princess and Buffy the Vampire Slayer to demonstrate changes in the status
of women and their roles in the postfeminist era. These media representations contest
conventional understandings and expectations of young womanhood, in the process
offering templates from which girls can be imagined differently – as strong, assertive
and in control.
But are things as equal in the postfeminist world as these representations would
suggest? According to Schoene: 
Contemporary girls feel they should not have to trade in the erotic pleasures of feminin-
ity for fair, non-sexist treatment. However, postfeminist ‘girl power’ – manifesting itself
most notoriously in young women’s proud display of hyperfeminine stereotypes backed
up by the assumption that gender equality is now self-evident and has ceased to be a
problem – courts its own anti-feminist pitfalls … This naïve complacency is at risk of
spawning a new competitiveness among young women and a new dependency on
feminine glamour. Because nowadays many western girls genuinely feel they need not
worry so much any more about equal opportunities in education and at work, sexual
success again rears its head as the chief sticking point for their self-esteem. (2006, 134)
Valerie Hey also elaborates on issues of girl’s self-esteem in The Company She Keeps
and is openly critical of ‘postfeminist “Identities R Us” where we can theoretically
shop around for forms of self that best suit our particular social, sexual and relational
aspirations’ (1997, 144). In contrast to women, and thus, the readers of adult chick lit,
teenage girls are engaged not with deconstructing femininity, but a child ‘self’.
According to Hey, ‘deconstructing a [child] self requires that you manufacture one’
(1997, 144) and as Schoene explains, ‘when it comes to constructing their first adult
persona, girls are much more likely to opt for the tried-and-tested than experiment
with less conformist models of femininity’ (2006, 136). The ‘tried and tested’ is part
of the mass-marketed image of women using their sexual allure to empower
themselves as an alternative to embracing second-wave feminist resistance.
Alongside the various uses of postfeminism to refer to an anti-feminist backlash
(with or without a retreat to traditional femininities), the assumption that feminist
goals have been achieved and so are irrelevant, grrrl power and the commodification
of femininity and/or feminism, the term is commonly associated with a shift from
gender politics and solidarity to matters relating to the individual and difference. As
Catherine Orr explains, 
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Postfeminism assumes that the women’s movement took care of oppressive institutions,
and that now it is up to individual women to make personal choices that simply reinforce
those fundamental social changes. Put this way, ‘feminist’ practices become matters of
personal style or individual choice and any emphasis on organized intervention is
regarded as naïve and even oppressive to women. (1997, 34)
In a world in which tradition declines in its capacity to influence sexual mores, and
social life is increasingly individualised, if not atomised, girls have become responsi-
ble for their own life choices and pathways. Angela McRobbie argues that what she
calls ‘female individualisation’ has its dark side, and contends that girls and women
have become ‘subject to the regulative dimensions of the popular culture discourses
of personal choice and self-improvement’ (McRobbie 2004, 261).
Today’s postfeminist girls are ‘gender aware’; they ‘expect to live in a world which
not only grants them perfect equality with their male counterparts but enables them to
retain their feminine identities as “girls”’ (Schoene 2006, 134). To what extent,
however, are they aware of the ways in which postfeminism has been appropriated,
rearticulated and commodified by the mass media, including fiction (Shagart,
Waggoner, and Hallstein 2001)? The protagonists in girls’ chick lit increasingly model
narrative and biographical trajectories organised around individual lifestyle choices,
consumption of brand name products, and expressing their sexual identities in a variety
of ways. This makes it important to ask ‘What sort of sexual identities are teenage girl
readers introduced to?’ and ‘how is the constitution and expression of sexual identity
narrativised?’ ‘To what extent does the promotion of sexual freedom and choice
empower or disempower them?’ and ‘in what ways is female “empowerment” under-
stood within these texts?’ ‘What constitutes sexual responsibility/irresponsibility and
under what circumstances?’ ‘Is the freedom to choose equally distributed across girls
of different social/economic circumstances?’ By being attentive to the conditions of
female individualisation and its tropes of choice, empowerment and sexual freedoms,
postfeminist criticism needs to move beyond existing critical approaches to teen chick
lit that view it primarily in terms of its adult predecessors. The postfeminist discourses
identified here offer another prism through which to theorise contemporary female
subjectivities as they are articulated in YA fiction for teenage girls.
Sex in mass-marketed YA chic lit: lessons from cultural studies
Whilst research on teen chick lit to date has largely ignored the conditions of postfem-
inism in favour of an uncritical espousal of the genre as a mechanism for girls’ educa-
tion, instruction or corruption, those working in the fields of media and cultural
studies have utilised postfeminist critique as a powerful pedagogical tool in assessing
the construction of female identity and sexuality. Cultural feminist paradigms, in
particular, offer alternative dimensions through which to critically evaluate mass-
marketed teen chick lit and the messages it promotes. These paradigms emerge from
a place that recognises and engages with a postfeminist social and cultural landscape,
with a view to assessing the influence of these conditions upon the operations of popu-
lar media texts. We turn to the insights offered by feminist scholars of contemporary
culture to demonstrate how a postfeminist critique can be utilised to investigate the
role of teen chick lit in shaping western girls’ attitudes toward sex and sexuality in the
twenty-first century.
In her article ‘Postfeminist media culture: elements of a sensibility’, Rosalind Gill
(2007) asks ‘What makes a text postfeminist?’ ‘What features need to be present in
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order for any media scholar to label something postfeminist?’ Despite the seemingly
obvious nature of these questions, they have remained (up until now) unasked in the
analysis of contemporary cultural texts partly because of ‘the difficulty of specifying
with any rigour the features of postfeminism, and secondly the problems with apply-
ing current notions to any particular cultural or media analysis’ (Gill 2007, 1, para 2).
As a way of getting around the problem of determining a postfeminist text according
to a specific set of criteria, Gill proposes an alternative understanding of postfeminism
as a sensibility characterised by certain distinctive elements: 
The notion that femininity is a bodily property; the shift from objectification to subjec-
tification; the emphasis upon self surveillance, monitoring and discipline; a focus upon
individualism, choice and empowerment; the dominance of a makeover paradigm; a
resurgence in ideas of natural sexual difference; a marked sexualization of culture; and
an emphasis upon consumerism and the commodification of difference. (Gill 2007, 2,
para 3)
Although a number of these features appear in the debates surrounding postfemi-
nism previously discussed, Gill’s loose typology brings them together in a way
that acknowledges the contradictions of postfeminism within contemporary media
products. In this way, postfeminist perspectives are less about employing an
analytic category for analysis and more a case of recognising the permutations of
postfeminism as they are present in popular texts. With this in mind, children’s
literature, or more specifically teen chick lit in this case, can be recast in light of
Gill’s assertion that ‘postfeminist media culture should be our critical object – a
phenomenon into which scholars of culture should inquire – rather than an analytic
perspective’ (2007, 2, para 2). This is an important distinction for scholars of
children’s literature inasmuch as it signals a shift away from the debates outlined
earlier, whereby adult chick lit becomes the template for approaching the teen
version. Instead, Gill’s notion of postfeminism as a sensibility opens up space for
interrogating how postfeminist discourses are mobilised in popular girls’ series
fiction like Gossip Girl and Private and the extent to which postfeminism connects
with the broader social paradigms of neoliberalism (choice, freedom, individual-
ism, consumerism).
In the process of assessing postfeminist media culture, Gill offers examples drawn
from television (What Not to Wear, 10 Years Younger), advertising (Citroen’s C3 car),
print media (FHM, celebrity magazines like Heat, the now defunct teen magazine J17)
and chick lit (Bridget Jones’s Diary). A noticeable deficit amongst the texts she
surveys is novels for teens. This is a significant oversight, in our view, given the key
role played by popular fiction in the formation of gender and sexual identity for girls,
and in light of the rapid rise in book sales for the young adult market. From 1995 to
2004 sales increased 86.9% to $444.4 million, of which series fiction for girls made
up a significant proportion. Alloy Entertainment, publisher of The A-List and The
Clique, had 17 national bestsellers in the USA in 2005, with the market becoming so
lucrative that other media players like MTV are planning new books linked to televi-
sion series for the same teenage audiences (Padget 2006). Reasons suggested for the
turnaround include the size and disposable income of the Generation Y market, use of
digital media to promote fiction, and greater textual sophistication (Goodnow 2007).
However, such speculation ignores the links between the growing popularity of girls’
series fiction, the corresponding qualitative shift in depictions of relationships,
heteronormativity, sexuality, consumerism, body image and health, and the key
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social-cultural-economic contexts to which they respond: specifically, postfeminism
and consumer capitalism.
Having so far identified the limitations of engagements with the teen chick lit
genre in literary commentary and subsequently explored the efficacy of postfeminist
analysis as a critical method, we offer our initial speculations here, with a view to
adopting this sensibility to analyse girls’ chick lit. Drawing on three examples from
the genre – Kate Brian’s Private series, The Rise and Fall of a 10th Grade Social
Climber (Mechling and Moser 2005), and the Gossip Girl suite of novels by Cecily
Von Ziegesar – we begin to track the extent to which contemporary novels for girls
respond to and perform a postfeminist sensibility, particularly in relation to the sexu-
alisation of culture and its consequences for female sexuality in an era of individual
responsibility and self-regulation.
Although it depicts worlds in which teen girls are highly sexualised as a norm, teen
chick lit, for the most part, avoids moralising about female characters involved in
sexual activities. In Legacy (2008), one of the books in the Private series, the protag-
onist Reed narrates, ‘My breast was exposed. His shirt was unbuttoned. I watched my
fingers as they worked the closure on his pants, hardly daring to believe what I was
doing. But I couldn’t stop’ (Brian 2008, 225). It turns out later in the series that Reed’s
drink had been spiked with the drug Ecstacy. Despite a moment of narrative punish-
ment (she loses Josh having only just realised she loves him), and the out-clause of
being unwittingly under the influence of a drug-inducing arousal, Reed’s earlier desire
to have sex with Josh, and her intention of doing it so ‘soon’, had been expressed
before she had taken the spiked drink. In narratives such as this, moralising about
girls’ who choose to have sex gives way to a focus on personal responsibility. That is,
sex per se is not castigated as ‘bad’ for girls, rather those girls who fail to enact a
‘regime of personal responsibility’ come to judge the self and construct their
subjectivity accordingly (McRobbie 2004, 261).
Like many YA chick lit series, The Rise and Fall of a 10th Grade Social Climber
(Mechling and Moser 2005) follows the trials of a protagonist trying to fit into a new
school in a glamorous location and negotiate a relationship with the wealthy and
sophisticated ‘cool’ girl group. The variation on the themes of competitiveness
between girls, and the tensions between individualism and belonging, contingent on
this formula is that 15-year-old Mimi attempts to join the queen bees because of a bet.
As it transpires, however, her trials of initiation prove to be relatively minor. After all,
like any true young postfeminist, she has spent her final weeks in Houston making
herself over in preparation for her arrival in Manhattan, the following tasks being
indicative: ‘Lose baby fat’; ‘Learn to eat sushi without wanting to vomit’; ‘Swim three
times a week’; ‘Chill. Remember: stress is mega-bad for complexion’; and ‘Find new
hairstyle’ (Mechling and Moser 2005, 10). As Mimi observes, ‘Maybe it’s uncool to
base your mental state on your hair, but when Jean-Pascale [her hairdresser] and I
locked eyes under the salon’s halogen lights, I knew that tenth grade in New York
would work out just fine’ (2005, 13). With an emphasis on the self-regulating subject
who must actively choose and create the life she wishes for herself, The Rise and Fall
of a 10th Grade Social Climber is emblematic of the turn toward a making-over or
remodelling of the self that is symptomatic of a postfeminist sensibility.
This is witnessed not only with regard to matters of bodily (hence self) transfor-
mation, but in terms of sex and sexual desire. Even if sex in the novel is a matter of
theory more than practice, the discourse of working on the self in order to become
sexually ‘successful’, is nonetheless powerful. When Jess excitedly tells the group she
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has lost her virginity to Preston, Pia is dismissive. ‘[T]here’s no such thing as only one
guy’, she tells Mimi (2005, 155), a reality to which she takes a pragmatic approach.
This is based on a ‘theory’ which the following extract explains and juxtaposes against
Jess’s romantic take on her first sexual experience: 
‘It’s just something my [big] sister told me a long time ago, and ever since we’ve adopted
it as a total golden rule. We think we should try and hook up with as many people as
possible, you know. At our age, it’s totally crucial to build experience.
‘And expertise,’ Pia added.
‘Speak for yourself,’ Jess said. ‘Preston’s the only experience I need. I mean it, guys, I
think I want to marry him.’
We all rolled our eyes: Jess’s naïvete was extremely endearing, especially in the context
of her jaded friends. (2005, 154–5, italics in original)
As Gill notes, ‘sexual knowledge and sexual practice’ become central to a postfemi-
nist sensibility (2007, 7, para 1), whereby women come to construct the sexual self not
in terms of male expectations and desires, but via the internalisation of the male gaze
and the seeming expression of agency and sexual control. In the case of both Pia and
Jess, how many guys a girl sleeps with appears to be of little concern. Rather, the
narrative appears to promote the notion that girls are free agents in exploring their own
sexuality. The flipside of female individualisation is that girls are expected to shoulder
the responsibility for their sexual choices. As it turns out, Pia’s cynicism about boys
is proven to be correct, for Preston is soon avoiding Jess, a fact she chooses to attribute
to her mother not being sophisticated or Ivy League enough for him. In this instance,
Jess does not incur moral retribution for making the choice to sleep with a guy who
then avoids her. Instead, this failure is deferred on to her mother in a strategy that
maintains her status as a ‘successful’ postfeminist subject.
Also placing particular emphasis on the sexualisation of culture are the Gossip
Girl books (Toffoletti 2008). Its protagonists are sexy, confident, rich and beautiful
young people who appear to be active agents in shaping their desired life trajectories.
The general tenor of the novels is that sex, fashion and partying are lifestyle choices
that individual subjects are free to make, to the exclusion of any focus on ethnicity,
class, race, sexuality, gender and disability as factors that may limit girls’ ‘freedom’
to exercise choice. Sexual activity features frequently throughout the novels and its
depiction is candid and diverse. Girls desire boys, boys desire girls, girls desire girls
and boys desire boys. Sex, both committed and casual, is presented as something
some characters wish to do, and others simply don’t, with few moralising narratives
condemning or condoning particular sexual behaviours. One case in point is plea-
sure-seeking Serena, who finds herself in bed with Nate, the boyfriend of her best
friend Blair: 
Serena purred happily, snuggling closer to Nate’s warm, naked body. Lying in his arms
felt so incredibly right. When they’d lost their virginity to each other, more than two
years ago, it had been amazing, their every curve a perfect fit. This time was no different
– they’d sunk into the soft sheets and each other’s bodies like they had been made for
one another. Serena couldn’t believe how comfortable she felt with Nate – how
comfortable she’d always been with him. She never, ever wanted to get out of bed. (Von
Ziegesar 2008, 150)
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While this sexual liaison does not turn out to be a tale of happily-ever-after, neither
does a bitter breakup ensue. In the aftermath of this encounter, Nate departs on a yacht
to sail around the world, leaving his two love interests – Serena and Blair – to laugh
at his antics and remain firm friends, while getting on with their lives as a Yale student
(Blair) and movie star (Serena). Rather than wasting their time pining over Nate, the
girls are construed as ‘pleasing themselves’ by following their own pathways and
preoccupations. They are presented as occupying a powerful position whereby they
are not needy for a male companion, nor reliant on one, yet they remain desirable to
men (but always on their own terms) (Gill 2007).
As witnessed in teen chick lit, the varied and ‘contradictory nature of postfeminist
discourses and the entanglement of both feminist and anti-feminist themes within
them’ (Gill 2007, 2, para 3), is mirrored in popular and postfeminist publications in
the sphere of (adult-motivated) public commentary about girls. Laura Sessions
Stepp’s study of the teen ‘hooking up’ phenomena of casual sexual encounters,
Unhooked (2007), created media controversy by advocating baking cookies as an
alternative to giving blow-jobs (Stepp 2007, 289). By comparison, Emily Maguire in
Princesses and Porn Stars (2008) assesses current sexual politics for girls and
includes an impassioned plea for teenage girls who, like the author, simply enjoyed
multiple sexual experiences in a culture that damns such behaviour as indicative of
mental instability and a symptom of unhappiness (as a sorry bid to find love) and low
self-esteem. Girls growing up in this climate of moral tensions and contradictions in
popular series fiction, and in adult discourses that circulate around them, are thus
contending with a public pedagogy with little consistency.
Conclusion
Despite the insights that feminist cultural critiques of postfeminism offer to advancing
a study of teen chick lit, they also serve to highlight the failure of such analyses to
recognise the genre as part of the popular cultural domain, preferring instead to focus
on advertising, television, magazines and adult chick lit novels. This is a profound
omission in a context where increasing media convergence blurs the distinctions
between discrete media formats, resulting in shifts in young people’s reading habits to
incorporate virtual and screen-based information sources (Mackey 2004). Moreover,
the influence of popular culture on young people’s identity construction suggests that
they devise their ‘self-concepts … inter-textually or contextually with media or
literary models’ (Milne-Home, Power, and Dennis 1996, 22). Given the importance of
literature in identity formation and its appropriation into the mass media sphere, it
would seem that children’s literature studies can productively draw on cultural theory
methods to analyse the postfeminist social-cultural-economic landscape in which
sexual and gender identities are modelled around discourses of choice, freedom and
empowerment. At the same time, our paper draws attention to the absence of chil-
dren’s literature as a media product in postfeminist debates – an absence which this
paper tentatively begins to redress in order to map the public pedagogies around post-
feminist sexualities as they pertain to girls and the novels they consume.
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